


Modern 
lm 





ANNADA is the second 
oldest South Indian 
language, next to Tamil. 

Scholars think that Kannada literature in its 
earliest form goes back to the beginning of the 
6th Century A.D. It is assumed on good 
authority that some literary forms and metrical 
compositions peculiar to Kannada, and perhaps 
quite independent of the influence of Sanskrit, 
did exist in those early days. But it is hard to 
believe that a literature, entirely devoid of the 
influence of Sanskrit ever existed in Kannada— 
as in the case of Tamil. The powerful influence 
of Sanskrit literature and prosody is clearly 
visible even in the oldest of our classics. 


But it is very strange that while Kannada 
writers took over other literary forms from 
‘Sanskrit they seem to have shown a studied 
indifference towards writing plays in Kannada 
and that through many centuries. The first 
play we come across in Kannada literature is 
“‘Mitravinda Govinda” of Singararya . who 
lived as late as 1700 A:D.° 7° 7" 


This play is an imitation of Harsha’s 
“Ratnavali’”. Two centuries were to elapse, 
before Kannada literature could boast of 
another play— Karnataka Shakuntala 
Natakam,” by Churmuri Sheshagiri Rao in 
1870 A.D., followed by a second translation 
thirteen years later—-by Asthana 
Vidwan Basavappa Shastry of 
Mysore. So excellent was this 
latter rendering of Kalidas’s 
immortal classic that the 
author was awarded the title 
of “‘Abhinava Kalidas”’. 
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adaptation of some. of 
Shakespeare’s plays made the 
way clear for the development 
of the drama in Kannada. All the plays of 
this period’ were modelled on the Sanskrit 
plays. These plays were written for the modern 
Kannada stage that was just then shaping itself, 
and many of them were great stage hits. 


One may ask, apart from this dramatic 
activity for nearly four decades, did Sanskrit 
drama influence Kannada literature in any 
other way ? 


Scholars think that it did. They point. out 
that the influence of Bhasa and Bhattanarayana 
are clearly visible in ‘‘Sahasa Bheema Vijaya” 
by Ranna, an outstanding Kannada poet of 
the latter half of the 10th century. His sense 
of drama is profound. Scholars point out 
that his work, although written in the form of 
a Champu Kavya, yet has the structure and 
mode of a Shakespearian tragedy. 


Prof B.M. Srikanthia, a great Shakespearian 
scholar, critic, andthe father of romanticism 
in Kannada literature, grasped this point clear- 
ly, dramatised the Champu of Ranna and issued 
it under a new title “‘Gadayuddha Natakam”. 


Except for a short sentence here and there 
’ the entire play is in verse,—in 
Vrittas and Kandas. The 
language although nine cen- 
turies old, can be understood 
without much effort. 


This play has a place of 
honour in the history of Kan- 
nada literature as an epoch- 
making work. It is the first 


tragic play in Kannada; it exercised a profound 
influence on many of our literary men. It is not 
wrong to assume that this play stimulated some 
of them to employ verse in the plays they 
wrote later. 


Prof. B. M. Srikanthia is also the author of 
two other plays—both tragedies, after the 
Greek model. The first, ‘Aswathaman’”, 
proved a success when presented on the stage 
in 1932. ‘The form and content of this play 
were so unconventional that it roused a bitter 
controversy. 


“Aswathaman” is an adaptation of Soph- 
ocles’s ‘‘Ajax’”;—we see the vigour and 
strength of “Ajax” in ‘‘Aswathaman”. It is 
not a line to line translation .of ‘‘Ajax’’ but we 
feel the emotional intensity of ‘‘Ajax” in every 
line of ‘Aswathaman”. The story is similar in 
both the plays but the atmosphere is different. 
And therefore ‘‘Aswathaman” deserves to be 
called an original work despite the inspiration 
it owes to “Ajax’’. 


“‘Aswathaman” is a model for those who 
desire to learn modern versification. The 
music and beauty of the lyrics in this play are 
rare and entrancing, their variety abundant, 
their poetic quality outstanding. The success- 
ful use of different metres to express different 
moods, emotions and sentiments in this play 
are astounding. 


Another play “Parasikaru” is almost a line 
to line translation of the ‘‘Persians” by Aeschy- 
lus. The lyrical, emotional and musical qua- 
lities of this play are not as great as those of 
“Aswathaman”’. Pointing this out, Prof. A.N. 
Moorthy Rao, in his learned introduction to 
the play, explains this shortcoming by observing 
that “B. M. Srikanthia is not an independent 
poet here. He has to follow Aeschylus. The 
difficulties that confronted Aeschylus when he 
undertook to write a historical play at a time 
when the events were still fresh in the minds of 
the Greeks and also when his craftsmanship was 
yet immature, are also there to handicap the 
translator”. Notwithstanding this inherent 
defect “Parasikaru” is a great translation of a 
great classic. 


The credit of having laid the foundation of 
verse-drama in Kannada—of having consistent- 
ly used verse to serve the ends of drama—un- 
doubtedly goes to Prof. B. M. Srikanthia. 
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Two years after the publication of 
“Gadayuddha Natakam”, Prof. K. V. Put- 
tappa—then a student of Prof. B. M. 
Srikanthia—wrote three playlets—‘‘Jalagara”’, 
“Yamana Solu,” and ‘‘Maharatri’’ at a stretch, 
employing modern diction and blank-verse. 


Two of these plays “‘Jalagara”’ and ‘‘Yamana- 
solu” were staged almost immediately and 
gained popularity. 


‘Jalagara’—I have learnt—was inspired by 
the English translation of a Bengali poem, in 
which Lord Shiva was compared to a scavenger. 
But for this simple similarity of thought, every- 
thing else in the play is the poet’s own. After 
the success of this blank verse play on the 
stage, Prof. Puttappa enlarged it by adding 
beautiful lyrics and songs and additional lines 
of dialogue. This enlarged version was also 
very well received when it was performed. 


“Yamana Solu’”—is the story of Savitri 
gaining her victory over ‘Yama’. Most of the 
dialogue in this play is a translation of similar 
passages found in the address Swami Viveka- 
nanda delivered before an American audience. 
That the author has succeeded in doing full 
justice to the pregnant thought and virile 
style of the Swamiji through his translation 
brings him great credit indeed. 


It must be noted that this play, for the 
first time effectively demonstrated the great 
potentiality of Kannada blank verse as a 
medium for verse plays. 


Prof. Puttappa has written many more plays. 
“Smashana Kurukshetram’ and ‘“‘Beralge 
Koral’’ have their source in ‘‘Mahabharata’’. 
But Prof. Puttappa has taken great liberty 
with these old themes and his creative 
imagination isin evidence, everywhere. His 
mastery over the language and verse-form in 
these plays is superb. ‘These plays demons- 
trate how a new life, thought and angle of 
vision could be infused into an old theme if 
a poet so desired. The blank verse which 
gave us a foretaste of its great potentiality in 
“Yamana Solu” is seen gaining greater strength 
in these plays. 


Two other plays that stand to the credit 
of Prof. Puttappa are also in blank verse. Both 
these plays are inspired by Shakespeare. 
‘Birugali’ is based on the ‘Tempest’ ; 
‘“‘Raktakshi’ is inspired by “Hamlet”. But the 


story content and the main characters of 
(Raktakshi) are drawn from the history of 
Karnataka, and are not dependent upon the 
original. 


The credit of having secured a place of 
honour for blank verse in the field of Kannada 
verse-drama belongs exclusively to Prof. 
Puttappa. The blank verse acts like a magic 
wand in his hands. He can achieve any 
effect with it. 


Except for the ideological touch found in 
‘Jalagara’ and ‘Balidana’—bearing on the life 
and sacrifice of a political agitator, social 
problems do not find any place of impor- 
tance in Prof. Puttappa’s plays. He is a lover 
of the classics and the themes of many of his 
plays are drawn from these sources—‘‘The 
Mahabharatha’’, “The Jaimini Bharatha” 
“The Ramayana”’. 


and 


The theme of the Late M.R. Srinivasa 
Murthy’s play ‘‘Nagarika” is of a different type. 
We see a wonderful blending of doubt and 
faith, high-strung emotion and clear judgment 
in this play. A modern citizen experiences a 
pang when he sees the ruins of Hampi—once 
the beautiful capital of the Great Vijayanagar 
Empire. He rages at the impotency of ‘gods’ 
who failed to protect the town and the 
Empire from the onslaughts of the infidels. 


In this mood he sees Vidyaranya Swamy 
come to him and lament again over what 
had befallen. His eyes are opened when Vidya- 
ranya consoles him with this reflection ; that 
unrighteousness ruins nations even as_ it 
ruins individuals. But that is not the end of 
all things. This ancient land is still there and 
so are its people ; and they will build on these 
ruins a greater civilisation. 


The influence of the national movement of 
1929-30 and the great hope of freedom the 
country cherished are powerfully reflected in 
this play. The modern citizen in the play 
represents the educated Indian, than in need 
ofa Vidyaranya to guide and comfort him. 
Gandhiji was there to play the role. 


Shri R. R. Divakar, the present Governor 
of Behar, translated this play into. Hindi two 
decades ago and got it published almost timme- 
diately. 


Another Kannada play which illustrates the 
powerful impact of the political struggle of 
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those days is G.P. Rajaratnam’s ‘‘Gandhu 
Godali”—covering the story of Parashurama 
who rose in revolt against the power-drunk 
tyranny of the Kshatriyas. Its allegoric refer- 
ence to the Indian struggle led by Gandhiji 
against British imperialism is obvious enough. 


The authors of these plays have forecast 
their firm belief in the achievement of the 
freedom for which the nation was fighting in 
those days. 


M. R. Srinivasa Murthy has written another 
play “Dharma Duranta”’. It is based on the 
story of Khan Jehan of Hyder Ali’s time—a 
Brahmin convert to Islam—found in the 
historical work of Col. Wilks. The author 
has built up a heart-stirring drama around the 
Khan, who loved a Brahmin girl before his 
conversion, and later fell in love with a 
Mohammadan girl who served him faithfully 
when he was insore need of help. He is torn 
between the love of these two girls and the 
play ends in a tragedy—all the three embra- 
cing death. 


Although Srinivasa Murthy’s selection of 
blank verse for these plays is appropriate in 
view of their high emotional quality we observe 
that the verse is not as flexible as it should 
be. This apart, he has succeeded in his 
experiment with the strange and novel sub- 
jects he chose to dramatise 


Masti Venkatesha Iyengar, who has shown 
power and fine craftsmanship in handling 
various literary forms, wrote a  play— 
‘Yashodhara’—in 1933. 


The return of Siddhartha to his father’s 
palace at Kapilvastu after attaining Budha-hood, 
and his subsequent meeting with Yashodhara 
forms the subject matter of this play. The 
portrayal of Yashodhara as the champion who 
pleads for equal rights for women in the sangha 
is its keypoint. Masti, who is skilful at delicate 
portrayal of character, has coriceived the main 
characters of the play with grace and dignity. 
He has also written a play on the life of Pani— 
a Harijan saint who is recognised as one of the 
Alwars of the Sri Vaishnava sect. We find a 
strong plea for the removal of untouchability 
in this play ‘‘Tiru Pani’. This message is 
clothed in an artistic and appealing garb. 


P.T. Narsimhachar, whose first song-play 
“Ahalya” was published in 1939, stands in a 


different category from the other playwrights 
mentioned above. 


Poetic imagery and the haunting melody of 
the music dominate this play. The enchant- 
ment of rhythm and music seems to be very 
essential to create the strange and enticing 
atmosphere demanded by the subject matter. 
The play “Ahalya’’ has not so far been produced; 
in the reading its imaginative quality cannot but 
capture the readers ; and I am sure this would 
be true of an audience in a theatre also. 


The theme of his three musical plays— 
“Ahalya’’ and ‘‘Shabari’’ are taken from the 
Ramayana and that of his other play ‘“Gokula 
Nirgamana’”’ from the Bhagwata. The themes 
are old and the inspiration comes from ancient 
tradition. But his imagination is working at 
top-speed and the plays are undoubtedly his 
own creations in all essentials. It is said that 
all great literature is both old and new, and 
P.T. Narsimhachar’s works illustrate this truth. 


He has also written a_ political satire 
“Vikatakavi Vijaya’, in which he caricatures 
the foibles of the various persons and _ parties 
that either took part in or opposed our national 
struggle for freedom. He also indicates in a 
subtle manner the causes that have contributed 
for the slowing down of our national progress 
after the achievement of swaraj. Nara- 
simhachar’s satire is occasionally effective but 
his genious does not secm to lie in the direc- 
tion of humour and satire. 


His other two song playlets—‘‘Doniya 
Binda” and “Kavi” are highly lyrical and depict 
the relation between nature and man. 


The flow of the lyrical compositions that 
form part of his plays and their imagery are 
unique. 


Shivarama Karanth, stands in strong con- 
trast to Narsimhachar who is a poet first and 
dramatist next. Karanth is influenced more 
by stage craft than by imagination. And hence 
his plays should be seen on the stage to derive 
full enjoyment or should be listened to when 
read with proper musical accompaniments. 


Karanth is rich in variety. His play “‘Kisa 
Goutami” deals with the problem of life and 
death in a very touching manner. ‘‘Mukta 
Dwara” depicts the grand struggle of man who 
_ 4s attempting to reach the shore fighting against 
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the current of eternal time. “Somiya 
Sowbhagya” as a love tragedy and “Yaro 
Andaru” as a tragedy developing out of scandal- 
Mongering are excellent and very popular. 
They have been broadcast over and over again. 
Karanth has written a few mimes and shadow- 
plays employing verse dialogue. He has great 
social consciousness. 


His hawk’s eye observes carefully the 
sorrows, joys and foibles of the people around 
him. He is quick at analysing them and clever 
at putting his theme across, dressed and 
embellished with satire’ and music. This 
creates a wonderful effect which is not easily 
expressed in words, Karanth is unrivalled in 
this art. There is not evena distant second 
to him. 


Asthana Kavi Govindapai has written only 
one play—‘Hebberalu’; but it is outstanding in 
its literary value and in its use of diction that 
matches the characters. 


Prof. V. K. Gokak is to be remembered for 
an experiment in the field. Inspired by “AE” 
he has given us five playlets inthe ‘Dream- 
play” style. 


Another name that deserves mention is that 
of the late Ajjampur, who selected the life, 
faith and love of Kadu Kurubas; a forest tribe 
in Mysore, asthe subject matter of his plays 
“Kurubana Moksha” and “Bisiladi Chilvi”. 
He made a bold and successful attempt at using 
in these plays words and idioms peculiar to that 
clan. 


‘Bharathi’, the only woman dramatist who 
has attempted a play in verse, has given us a 
nice little piece ‘*Tapasvini’’—depicting the 
meeting of Jaxmana and his wife Urmila after 
over fourteen years. The grace and tenderness 
of this play are notable. 


There are many other verse-plays in 
Kannada, and I mention a few. ‘‘Antigone”’ 
by K. V. Raghavachar, ‘“Shivana Solu” by 
‘Amarvani’, “‘Sairandhri’’? by Krishna Murthy 
Puranik, ‘‘Visvamedha” by D. Renukaradhya 
and “Pranaya Darshana’’ by A. Shankara- 
narayana. 


Verse has been employed very effectively 
by two well-known writers to translate classical 
drama into Kannada. D. V. Gundappa has 
given us a learned translation of Shakespeare’s 


“Macbeth”. DL. Gundappa has rendered into 
Kannada the one-act plays of Bhasa, capturing 
the grace of the original. Both these authors 
have employed blank verse as their medium. 


Let me conclude. The use of verse in 
plays is nota new development. It has been 
in use for many centuries, both in Sanskrit and 
Kannada. Folk-play forms like ‘Yakshagana’ 
and ‘Bayalata’ had been using both prose and 
verse, long before the advent of literary drama 
in Kannada. They employed dance also. 
Aleya Lingaraja of Mysore, Parti Subba and 
Gerusoppe Shantaiah of the West Coast area, 
Garuda Chedu Hanumanthappa, Ramasegarada 
Venkanna and others of Bellary area wrote and 
produced Yakshagana plays that entertained the 
masses. 


That verse is better suited than prose to 
express emotions is an established fact. Music 
and dance also lend effective support many a 
time. It isto the credit of our forefathers to 
have not only observed this fact but to have 
put it to proper use. The result was a beautiful 
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We are all agreed that stagnation is death, 
and that experimentation and creative activity 
are always welcome. It is also essential that we 
should carefully preserve and utilise all that is 
good and usefulin our tradition. Verse-plays 
and musicals have achieved and retained popu- 
larity for a long time on our stage; and, 
therefore, we need not give them up now as 
useless, just because they have suffered a 
temporary set-back on the professional stage. 


We should examine the causes of this recent 
failure and apply the necessary remedy so as 
to suit them to modern taste and requirement. 
This, I think, is the special responsibility of our 
amateurs. They are the research department 
of ‘‘The Stage” and what they do successfully 
is always copied by the profession. I humbly 
suggest that they should clear the way for the 
verse-drama, if it has to gain a place of honour 
on the professional stage. 
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